Introduction 1
T his project began with a summer research project on the connections between economic crisis and political change. With research assistance from Rachel Ellenport and later Stephen Cochi and Vanessa Vincent, I became familiar with the theoretical literature exploring the relationship between economic problems and political consequences. We then dug further into the details of the popular and political reactions throughout Asia to the crisis. The puzzle of why Malaysia's leader Prime Minster Mahathir was able to hold on to power seemed directly linked to his decision not to turn to the IMF for help. But, clearly, the IMF was not itself the agent of change. So, my research continued and I examined popular protests, elite politics, and relationships between leaders in power and opposition forces. As the book details, successful political reform is a result of a mixture of these factors.
Of all the countries discussed in the book, Indonesia has clearly been transformed the most. Despite the continued challenges that the country faces, I remain amazed by all the positive changes that have happened there over the last seven years. In the aftermath of Suharto's authoritarian New Order, mostly free and fair elections have been held, the press is no longer muzzled, and a wide variety of civil society organizations articulate and advocate a range of interests. Ultimately, Indonesia, and to a lesser extent Thailand and South Korea, need to wrestle with problems of corruption and the balance of power among political institutions. These shortcomings are not unique to Asia or to new democracies, but they are important elements of the democratization process. It is vital in a democracy that people feel the political and economic systems are fair and transparent. Of course, democracy is not a fixed state, it is always changing and evolving. For Indonesia, South Korea, and Thailand democratization is a process without a predetermined end. Malaysian politics too is an open question. The groundwork is certainly there and if a reform-minded leader or a set of elites comes to power in the future, I have no doubt but that Malaysian political reform will occur quite rapidly. The promise and possibility of a more fair political system and better economic conditions are what make Asia so interesting to study.
I am in debt to a number of people for making this project possible. First, I want to thank Franklin & Marshall College for its generous support. Through the Hackman scholars program the college provided funding for research assistance during the summers, and the college generously granted me a research leave in order to write the manuscript. I appreciate my colleagues' encouragement and suggestions on my work and for putting up with my absence during my junior research leave and a subsequent sabbatical. Thanks are due to my friends and contacts in Asia, as well as to conference panelists, discussants, and participants who pointed out shortcomings and made suggestions for improvements. I appreciate my editor Toby Wahl's ideas and feedback on the work as well as the cogent and constructive criticisms of the external reviewers. As always, errors and omissions are entirely of my own doing.
Lastly, I want to thank my family-Kevin, Eric, Alyssa, and even Cameron-they have sustained me with their love and confidence throughout the project.
Introduction
I n 1997 and 1998 Asia was hit by a severe economic crisis. Most countries in the region (from South Korea through Southeast Asia) were faced with massive currency fluctuations, banking crises, and plummeting stock markets. These economic problems were compounded by political turmoil. Given Asia's experience of massive financial difficulties coupled with political upheaval (specifically in Thailand, South Korea, Indonesia, and Malaysia), this book begins with a broad question: what is the relationship between economic crises and political reform or democratization?
In 1997 Thailand and South Korea held democratic elections and opposition parties came to power. In Indonesia, Suharto's long period of authoritarian rule came to a crashing close when riots and demonstrations forced him to become more and more politically isolated and finally compelled him to resign. In Malaysia, the ruling coalition was able to maintain power but a new sense of political activism developed in the wake of Prime Minister Mahathir's firing of his popular deputy Anwar Ibrahim. When parliamentary elections were held in Malaysia in the fall of 1999 the ruling party faced two challenges: a new political party was formed based on a desire for greater social justice, democracy, and civil rights; more significantly the Islamic opposition party, PAS (Partai Islam se Malaysia), won an unprecedented number of seats at the state and national levels. This brings me to my next set of questions: how can we explain the variation in political change in Asia as a result of the economic crisis? In order to answer this more specific question, I have looked at the conditions leading up to the political transformations and at institutional differences such as elite coalitions and the party structure, the nature of political protests (from whom did calls for change come, and were demonstrations peaceful?), and the conditions imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to try and understand what impact these had on political changes.
In Indonesia, Thailand, and South Korea the challenges to entrenched political leaders and practices caused many to hope that a new era of greater openness and accountability would continue. Nine years have passed and additional elections have taken place, new issues have replaced economic crises as the most important agenda items. Have political reforms stuck and been successful at truly democratizing or reforming politics, in other words, have greater levels of democracy been achieved? The answer is a qualified yes. Changes that occurred to the political landscape have not been overturned, however, the new elites are not necessarily the harbingers of decency and the promoters openness that people hoped for and it is not at all clear that liberalization has been fully realized or institutionalized in South Korea, Thailand, or Indonesia. As for Malaysia, the apparent weakness of the ruling party, United Malays National Organization (UMNO), in the 1999 elections has vanished. Skillfully using the aftermath of 9/11 and the global war on terror, Prime Minister Mahathir capitalized on negative images of political Islam to regain support once directed at PAS-the main opposition party that calls for the implementation of an Islamic state. 1 Also, he was able to scare many in the electorate by continually raising questions about what PAS might do as an Islamic party in power.
Unfortunately, economic crises are not new phenomena. Several financial downturns have occurred in other regions of the world at other points in time. What then does the literature tell us about the relationship between economic crises and politics? Is the situation in Asia unique or does the theoretical work on economic crises and regime change describe the current dynamic in the region? The questions posed in this book fall into different sets of political science literature. The first set of questions relates to the relationship between economic crises and political change, and the questions are fundamentally about how transitions to democracy work. The second set of questions is comparative in nature. Why do we see changes in some places and not in others? Lastly, the book tries to tackle questions about democratic consolidation; what does it take to create institutions, cultures, or systems that can sustain a more open, more fair political system? This chapter provides a theoretical overview of the relevant literature on these issues and then gives a brief introduction to the four countries compared in this study. Finally, a preview of the book's conclusions is presented.
Theoretical Issues: Democracy
There are a variety of ways in which political scientists use and define the word democracy, and even the notion that one can "define" democracy is sometimes argued over. In everyday language, and really in the larger goal of this book, democracy refers to an ideal political system based on fairness, accountability, justice, and rule of law, as well as to a set of practices that aim to achieve the ultimate goal: a fair and just system where rulers are accountable to the citizens. There are procedural views of democracy, whereby it involves specific characteristics such as free and fair elections, legislatures, the rule of law, and other factors. Also, there are more outcome-oriented approaches to understanding democracy; how fair is the system, how well does the political order respond to needs of citizens and does it protect citizen rights? Robert Dahl, who has been writing about democracy for decades, outlines in his most recent article a set of institutions that are necessary for a large-scale democracy to function. He argues that the political institutions of modern representative democratic government are: elected officials, free, fair, and frequent elections, freedom of expression, alternative sources of information, associational autonomy, and inclusive citizenship.
2 While this is a fairly comprehensive list, and he clearly shows in his article why these institutions are so important, there seems to be a critical element missing-protection of rights, particularly for unpopular or minority (they could be ethnic, religious, caste, or any other type) groups. Likewise, having the "right" institutions is no assurance that the system will work in the way the laws and procedures intended. Institutions and individuals can subvert, ignore, or flout the best-intended laws. Hence, one should ask not just if the institutions and systems necessary for democracy exist, but also if they are functioning as intended? If not, what conditions need to exist or what needs to change in order for the laws and institutions to function as envisioned?
In this book several terms are used in similar ways: democratization, political reform, political liberalization, political change. While many will take issue with the impreciseness of using these terms interchangeably, what I am interested in here is the process of political change toward a more open, more accountable, more fair political system and to me this is the essence of democracy or democratization. Having relatively free and fair elections is a starting point for democracy, but it is only a first step. In order for elections to be meaningful, a realistic chance of different groups winning the election and affecting policy change once they are in office must exist. For this to happen, many of the elements Dahl mentioned, such as access to a wide range of information, the right of free association, inclusive citizenship, must exist but these may not be enough to check the power of other actors, such as the military or corporate interests. For a political system to reach a more ideal state that I am envisioning, political institutions and processes needs to be more
